Event-related potentials during selective attention to speech sounds.
Event-related potentials (ERPs) were recorded from subjects while they selectively attended to sequences of stop-consonant syllables or sequences of tone pips of different frequencies. The ERP difference waveforms that distinguished attended from unattended speech sounds were highly similar in morphology and scalp distribution to the difference waveforms elicited by the tone pips. These results suggest that the attention mechanisms brought into play when selecting complex phonetic stimuli for further analysis are similar to those engaged when selecting between tones of different frequencies, in contrast with previous theoretical interpretations. Latency differences observed between the attention-related ERPs to simple and complex stimuli were attributed to differences in the duration of processing that makes these stimulus features available to attention mechanisms.